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The Internet is rapidly becoming an indispensable resource for political economists.
However, little work has been done to develop criteria through which the academic quality of Internet sites can be assessed. This article attempts to fill this lacuna by reviewing Internet sites concerned with two areas of political economy (global finance (GF) and transnational corporations (TNCs)). It has two main objectives: first, to develop a simple framework with which to analyse the quality of Internet; and secondly to use this framework to indicate those sites which are the most useful sources of information. For this purpose a two-tier set of criteria is used. The first tier deals with issues related to content, on the assumption that it is the content of Internet sites that is the prime determinant of their usefulness to researchers. Those sites that pass the content criteria are assessed in terms of factors considered to be of secondary importance in order to assess usability. Together these criteria are used to assess the utility of reviewed websites concerned with global finance and transnational corporations. These areas are chosen because they are the areas we are researching in and with which we are familiar.
Recommendations on the basis of our tests are presented for other researchers. The method that we propose is as follows: an initial filter (Test 1), a content test (Test 2) , and a usability test (Test 3).
Test 1 -The initial filter
The initial filter will reject any sites which do not meet any of the five individual content criteria. The five criteria for the initial filter are:
F1. Structure and organisation -a clear format and reliable structure are expected. For example, links to unmarked data or blank pages would result in the site being precluded from further testing.
F2. Authorship -should be clearly identified for the purposes of attributing information.
F3. Readability -clashing background and foreground colours, and uncongenial site design, render sites ineligible for further testing.
F4. Quality of analysis -good sites should make some attempt at analysis of the information they provide.
F5
. Accuracy -The site should not contain any obvious inaccuracies and should be kept up to date.
Test 2 -Ranking content
Having demonstrated these five criteria, the content of any site that passes Test 1 is 'good' in one sense. We also need to distinguish between the quality of information found on these sites. The site should be designed in such a way so as to allow this information to be accessed easily and effectively.
R2. Quality of analysis -worth 30 per cent of the score for content. The sites that score most highly will be those providing access to material of sufficient quality that it would be accepted for academic publication.
R3. Authorship and credibility -worth 20 per cent of the score for content. Higher marks will be awarded to sites offering papers from authors of an international standing.
R4. Originality and accuracy -worth 10% of the score for content. The highest scores are for sites offering information that cannot easily be obtained from other sources. Again, sites should not contain obvious inaccuracies or inconsistencies. U9. Immediacy -the best sites will be updated regularly.
Test 3 -Usability

U10.
Cost of access -sites should provide information free of charge.
Using the test 3
We ran searches on several Internet search engines 4 to arrive at lists of possible websites for examination. We used a format, as shown in being the lowest possible score and 100 being the highest.
TABLE 1 HERE
This methodology is designed to discover the best sites in a specific area of political economy. In our attempt to review the Internet, we investigated 41 sites concerned with transnational corporations and 86 sites for global finance. Of these, we retained 23 sites for TNCs and 49 sites for GFM, on the basis of these latter sites having passed our initial filter. We then analysed the scores for the 72 sites that passed the first test and we tried to formulate a decision rule to segregate the chosen sites into four distinct categories.
FIGURE 1 HERE
A scatter diagram (Figure 1 ) of the scores against the site numbers proved to be unhelpful as there was almost a continuous spread of scores (with a minimum score of 50 and a maximum score of 92). This meant that no "natural" breaks in data could be used to arrive at our decision rule. As a result of this continuous range of marks, any "cut-offs"
we imposed would be arbitrary and subjective. We used a cumulative frequency histogram to analyse our observations. In this method, we obtained a table showing the number of sites that got a mark above a certain percentage level. For example, Table 2 indicates that 5 sites are in the top 6.94 per cent of the sites reviewed or, equivalently, 6.94 per cent of the sites have a score above 86.75 in our system. Since the sample size was large (72 observations) and we reviewed the Internet using multiple search engines we are reasonably sure that our selected sites have indeed been chosen randomly.
TABLE 2 HERE
Therefore, we decided to generalise our results from the sample to the population of relevant websites and we arrived at the following rule:
• Scores of 81 or above (sites within the top 18.06% of the websites): Type I or
Premium
• Scores between 76 and 81 (including scores of 76, which are within the top 27.78%):
Type II or Good
• Scores between 70 and 76 (including scores of 70, which are within the top 40.28%):
Type III or Relevant
• Scores of 69 or less: Type IV or Not Recommended
Using this decision rule, we then proceeded to rank the individual sites and this forms the basis of our recommendations.
Global Finance
The term 'global finance' covers an enormous number of specific but interrelated The site facilitates access to working papers, press releases, government statements and policy documents through external linkages. 6 Many of the papers are available elsewhere but the site still scores highly for originality for it draws together papers that otherwise might be difficult to track down. The two main drawbacks are that some of the (very large number of) links are out of date. Secondly, Roubini uses a series of lists to organise the links, which can make navigating the site difficult. 
Transnational corporations
Any systematic study on TNCs can be broken down into several sub-components and related subject areas, so that aspects of particular interest to researchers can be focused upon. A simple schema is the familiar national income type division where TNCs are segregated into three groups -services oriented, industrial groups (including manufacturing and mining) and those in the primary sector (including agriculture and livestock). Within this, the Internet facilitates research through dedicated websites hosted by several organisations, which are involved in all of the aforementioned activities. 9 Organisations like these host their own websites and they often offer detailed information about their operations, personnel, product/service categories and financial information (like balance sheets and annual reports). They are often a useful starting point for some studies.
For students of political economy, TNCs often connote an amorphous grouping within which all of the above mentioned activities are subsumed, and this group of "TNCs" as a distinct entity is seen in relation to wider issues that affect outcomes, both political and economic, in a number of countries. Of particular interest are dynamic processes that impact upon TNC operations and activities that are the subject of interest group politics, and competition between state agents and non-state entities. 10 First, the Premium sites are outlined. One of the most useful sites in this category is owned by Oneworld (4.1 : the number in bold provides a direct reference to information which is very well categorised tackling the issue of governance deficits and corruption. It presents sections on agriculture and rural development, biotechnology and genetic engineering, business ethics and organisations involved with these issues. This site is useful as it presents the corporate viewpoint in a reasonable manner.
TABLE 4 HERE
In the next category are the Good sites. One of the best sites in this grouping is Transnationale (4.7). It is very highly recommended in content, providing a plethora of information on a wide range of relevant issues including offshore accounts and tax evasion. It has sections on companies (for example, in finance, foods, health and information) and brands (in foods, chemicals, banking and automobiles, among others), which allow very specific information to be obtained. It has provides links to institutions (like the WTO), environmental issues, corporate power and Third World issues. It also provides access to international covenants in many areas of business activities.
Enviroreporting (4.9) calls itself the International Corporate Environmental Reporting
Site, useful for assessing the interlinkages between TNCs and environmental issues.
Accordingly it provides environmental reports, articles and seminar reports (in four languages) and links to special websites and relevant legislation. Globalpolicy provides a very authoritative listing of corporate entities around the world, providing details about TNC addresses, product range, services provided, financial information and company specific details. However, some of its data is available to subscribers only.
We have tried to develop a simple method for ranking the usefulness of Internet sites (to researchers of political economy) and to point those researchers in the direction of the best sites in the fields of global finance and TNCs. As can be readily observed, our method provides a general system of classification. This method is valid for investigation in other areas of research as it incorporates a large random sample of political economy websites which have been tested. This implies that our decision rule for classifying websites can be used by other researchers, in other subject areas, with a high degree of confidence. Alternatively, the critical values of for Type I, Type II and Type III can be recomputed with a sufficiently large random sample, and by using a sensible decision rule (like a cumulative frequency histogram for website scores).
Despite our best attempts to be more precise, the criteria chosen and the scores we awarded to those criteria remain highly subjective. However one could contend that any criteria used would have to have a degree of arbitrariness and we have tried to address this issue by using a more systematic method to arrive at our decision rule. More elaborate mathematical techniques and more complex weightings could have been used to refine the results. But this scheme better meets our twin objectives of producing a simple method that is applicable to other areas of political economy, and to provide signposts for those researchers who wish to make more effective use of the Internet. No matter how much caution is exercised, there is always the issue of credibility that confronts all researchers attempting to make use of information on the web. It is therefore reasonable to exercise due caution and then make a final summary judgement about the usefulness of any given site. This piece is intended as the first step in developing a methodology with which to evaluate Internet sites. Hopefully it will stimulate debate into how the academic community might better assess the potential of the Internet as a tool of research. 
Notes
1 There are problems in assessing the durability of an Internet site. Firstly it is difficult to ascertain how long it the site has existed. Secondly there is no way of knowing that the site will remain extant. Finally it assumes newer sites cannot by definition be as good in this regard as those sites that have existed for some time. Despite these qualifications we feel that durability is an important feature of Internet sites for we need to feel confident that the sites we are recommending will be able to be accessed in the future.
2 All the tests were carried out in the mornings between 9 am and 12 am (GMT) in order to ensure we were comparing sites operating in a similar environment. In this way we hoped to minimise scoring errors from slow response times arising out of 'Internet congestion'.
3 At the outset, it is pertinent to mention that the schema that we propose (for serious scholars who want to make use of the information on the internet) is designed for exercises where a large number of sites are proposed to be examined. In case a very small number of sites (say, upto half a dozen) are to be examined, it is decidedly easier to just evaluate the individual sites by intuitive reasoning and subjective assessment.
As the number of sites needed to be examined increases, the degree of complexity and problems in comparison become evident and it is for such exercises that this method is best suited. As a rough estimate 10+ sites can be meaningfully reviewed using this method, and for studies involving comparison of 20 sites or more, this method becomes particularly powerful.
